














































Pavilion at Fontenelle
Park; 1942

Foritenelle Park; 1918
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<\k1911 the Commissioners refocused their attention

()nt?eFf~tenelle property, initiatiug a program of park

~"i1diIrgactiyiti~sthat included grading, road construc

ti?n.aFd, !h" layingout of a golf course. As a result of this

*~"k,6Y~916F?uteFel1eCOUld be described by Park and

~~~~ati?nIJ"Pattrn~nt Supertendent J. B. Hummel as
:;4~~ofth~~osipopuiar and best patronized parks in the

systiin,,,.'\p~~omthe golf course, it is uot known
, whether park ill1provements followed aspects of the

designs that Horace Cleveland had produced for the prop

erty nearly twenty-five years earlier.

To begin to bridge the long expanse between the

ciry's westemmost parks - Fontenel1e and Elmwood

the Park Commissioners in 1908 acquired land for what

they termed the "outer" or Northwest Boulevard. This

l5D-foot strin of nublic monertv commenced at the iunc-
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,Deer ~ark,peerParkBoulevard
, 'SpringLake Park' '

"':,:r:I:;:< :;:;1'If::'~C':/':" "
fui898~~fitYC6u~Ci1paSSed Ordinance No. 4372

whic~d~cl¥ed"thenecessity of appropriating certain

'PrivateI'r6pertY andlands for the use of the city of Oma

ha,for thep;rrposeof making an addition to the public

parks, parkways and boulevards." What follows is a four-

, jJ~geHstingof legal descriptions of parcels of land, lots,

, a~<1pi~ces ohots that together cut a swath between

Riveryiew and Hanscom Parks. This document represents

,'an early chapter in the official history of the Central

'Boulevard, the connector that was intended to link the

system's "insi<ie" parks, including Hanscom, ~iverview

andB~mis. " ' ,

>iTheSOll~einmost portion of the Central Boulevard,

refeITed to as the South Central Boulevard, was described

in an 1898~arkComntissioners report: "It will be 150

feet ",ide, excepting between Seventeenth and Twentieth

streets, where it widensinto a small park of twelve acres,

enclosing a deep ravine, covered with a dense growth of

forest trees."
This widened area of the boulevard - later enlarged

further - was named Deer Park, presumably due to the

fact that it was carved from land in the Deer Park Addi

tion, an area of steep terrain and thick vegetation that was

likely a popular home for deer.

The South Central boulevard was dedicated and

opened for travel in 1901; that section of parkway bet

ween Riverview Park and the Union Pacific and Burling

ton tracks at Vinton and 27th was renamed Deer Park

Boulevard in 1913.

In the late 1960s the State of Nebraska's Department

Deer Park Boulevard;
1912



Spring lake Park;
1924

Pavilion at Spring
lake Park; 1931

, Fontenelle Park
Fontenelle Boulevard

This lO8-acre tract of high rolling hills northwest of the

city's original center serves as an example of the early

Park Commissioners' foresight inplarming ,ahead for

, future generations. Land for the park was purchased in

1893 with $90,000 in funds from the Board's first bond

issue, despite protests ftum citizens who felt that the tract

was located too far from the city. H.W. S. Cleveland

advised the Board on the selection of the site and in 1892

, was paid $1650 for plans for the tract's redesign. In the

same year, the park was named to commemorate the Chief

of the Omaha Indians, Logan'Fontenelle.

Soon after the property's acquisition, a nuinberof

trees were planted, but few survived th~ drou~htofthe

mid-1890s. Further efforts to improve th~traci",ere
deterred, according to the 1898 Board6f~bl1Uflissioners
report, "on account of lack of ftin~SltlI<iii~ver~~Criticsm
of expenditures upon distant anau],iIeyel~p~dparkS;;'

~ ,)->',~:- ..'<

of Roads received title to a portion of the boulevard

through condemnation for Interstate Highway use. 1-480

severs the boulevard at 28th Street; this is one of two

major breaks in the parkway system caused by the build

ing of the federal highway project.

Spring Lake Park was added to the Omaha system in

1915, but its beginnings as a park date from thirty years

earlier- specifically, to 1884 when a group of business

men affiliated with the Union Stockyards Company planed

the suburb of South Omaha. City founders lioped to make

South Omaha mote attractive to prospective residents by

reserving more than one hundred acres of scenic land in

the northwest corner of the townsite. Spring-fed lakes on

the property were used as South Omaha's water source,

'and at one time the tract was sought by the state for a fish

,ery.'

,<"After the group of original owners (or"syndicate," as

,th~y were first incorporated) ?rganized into the South,
; Oinaha Land Coinoanv in 1887. the land was "develonect

Fontenelle Park golf course; 1931

The Fontenelle tract remained essentially pasture land

for another decade, until city growth expanding to the

northwest created a demand for the property's improv

ment.



declaring the need to take land to completetheeast~w"st

portion of the route, from Sahler Street to Foriferi~llt'
Park. By August of 1912, property was secur~dand
route was declared ready for improvement. ,«.,,:>'i,

When the system of boulevard nOinenclati&J'",!\"

changed in 1913, this stretch was named Paxton,

neer businessman William Paxton. Settling in O;"ahain

the 1860s, Paxton had extensive business and

interests in Omaha-primary among them wasnJS}~'

volvement in the development of the Union Stocky;;rds>

Together with John A. Creighton Boulevard, Paxton

Boulevard forms a link between Bemis and FonteneU,,'

Parks th~t serves as amemorial to two of the city's most'

influential 19th century citizens. ,

In addition to Paxton and Creighton, in 1912 the"city

,acquired through its powers ofeminent domain land

needed for three other major links in the parkwaysjrs>

tem. Major work on extending and improving the boule

vards would continue throughout the teens, fueled by ~he
proliferation of automobiles and their popularity for

recreational use.

, .
-,;,

>.

to soine' eXtent by landscape architects" with the expendi

ture of about '$30,000 for improvements. In 1892 South

OriJahans ",ere angered by the land, company's building of

a seven-foot fence around the property, closing the park off

to public use. After battles with residents, the company

sold parlorthe landfor building lots, but agreed to keep a

portionbp~niorthe public.

For a period, Omaha Park Commissioners eyed "Syn

dicate Park"-as Spring Lake was commonly known

for the 'siteofii "south-side park. Because the land was

withitlthe corporate limits of South Omaha, acquisition

became,'"'complicated matter, and the Board settled

insteadon the Riverview tract. When South Omaha was

annexedinI?15, the city purchased the park land and

Spring Lake came into the Omaha system.

()maha<tlsoassnmedQ~nership of five other parks

through th~ imnexatiollof Sbuth Omaha: Highland, Clear

view, McKiriIey, Mandar and Morton. With their acquisi

tion, someatte~pts wefe m~detobuild boulevFd connec

tions betweenseveralofthesepropeJ;ties ---: from Spring

Lake to Ri'l,erview, for ~xample. The links, however, were,

never realized.

SWimming Pool at Spring Lake; 1921
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Ice Skating in
Hanscom Park; 1915

City officials may have been overly optimistic when they

passed an ordinance declaring Central Boulevard between

Riverview and Hanscom parks "open for public travel" in

1898. Property acquisition for the route was not complet

ed for at least another decade, when the gap between

Arbor Street and Hanscom Park was closed by donations

oflandalong 32nd Street.

The area to the south of Hanscom Park was slower to

develop asa residential district relative to land on the oth

er three sides of the park; however, the completion of the

boulevard from Arbor Streetspurred home-building south

of the park, The ComntissionersreportJor1909 observes
~_ .-:::e<.-",: -.:",-. ':_"._ ',- >:- --:.< ,-,:.:,;::-. ':':,.'f;. -, -',:'

that "the opening of tlie1J,ou1eY!'fdjIlto.th~park"'1Jas.

made an ideal residence SeCi;9i1 {oipedple ;vhose work .
:.;:--:.:-\-/ :\<-,::,.-:::/>",,--"

takes them to South Omaha.,< ·iLi: .
As the report impiiesLlllacidliibntdtlleIriecreational

fullction, boulevards were valued as expedient transit

routes. According to H.W. S. Cleveland, the diagonal path

of a boulevard could save the traveler time as well as the

monotony of passage down a straight city street. In their

1897 report, the Commissioners looked ahead to a park

way that would tie together scattered neighborhoods in

the city's southeast district with South Omaha and "all the

territory lying to the north and west of Hanscom park,"

noting that the boulevard would be "the only possible

Hanscom Boulevard
Hanscom Park

Creighton Boulevard
Paxton Boulevard

From information contained in the 1907 Park Cohimis>

sioners Annnal Report, early plans for extending,tl1e:<." ."

boulevard system north from Bemis Park

construction of a boulevard along 33rd Street to Miller'

Park, with,a second segment branching from Bemis'n0rth~,

west to Fontenelle, Clearly, this proposal was neverreal"

ized, but a modified version of-the plan began to take .:

shape around 1910 with the development of John A·
Creighton Boulevard,

Extending from Hamilton Street on, the' edge of the."

old Walnut Hill Reservoir north to Lake along theJonn~r

37th Street, John A Creighton Boulevard winds easlto '

Bedford where it follows 32nd north to Sabler. LllI1dne6ci

ed for the two-mile parkway was acquired througlicdn

demnation proceedings initiated in 1910 and, generally

completed in 1912. While Omaha's earlier boulevards ..

moved throughareas ahead of building development, in

the case of this boulevard, a number of houses were taken

to make room for the roadway.

Known for a brief time as Highland Boulevard, John'

A Creighton Boulevard was given the name of the pio

neer Omaha businessman and philanthropist in 1913

six years after his death - hi part, perhaps, to recognize

the contributions of his land company in furthering the

development of the parkway system. The John A.

Creighton Real Estate & Trust Company donated tracts

for Hanscom and Lincoln Boulevards; it appears that the

company also may have been involved in advancing the

system north of Bemis Park.

Of particular interest, on this boulevard, is the route of

the roadway as it travels through what is now Adams .

Park. As a concession to modem, higher speed travel, the

hairpin curves of the original switchback have been

straightened, but the roadway path is still discernible,

though now covered by sod,

About a year after the City Council took action to set

in motion the building of the north-south section of the

North rentral Boulevard. the Council passed an ordinance



roadway with a traversable grade connecting these parts

of the city."

Later, when the City Council passed an ordinance

clarifying the boulevard system's confusing nomenclature

(South East, West Central and North West, for example),

that portion of the South Central boulevard between

Arbor Street aud Ed Creighton Avenue was designated

HHanscom Boulev?fd."

Rower beds and
conservatory .in
Hanscom Park; 1917

.,"

Mercer, prominent Omaha physician, street railway enter

priser and real estate developer. Dr. Mercer built an

imposing family home at 40th and Curning Streets in the

early 1880s; he was also an officer in the Bemis Park

Land Development Company, developer of the Bemis

Park subdivision lying immediately to the east of Caroline

Mercer Park.

Connecting with Lincoln Boulevard on the east, Mer

cer Park Road sweeps through the park to join Mercer

Boulevard. The boulevard terminates at 38th Street. To

connect with the next link in the system, John Creigh-ton

Boulevard, one travels through land now owned by the

Metropolitan Utilities District, originally the site of the

city's Walnut Hill waterworks and reservoir built in 1881.

In his book Omaha Memories; Ed Morearty recalled

Hanscom Park prior to its occupation by the Park Com

missioners: "the only ornaments worthy of note in the

park up to 1890 were two cadaverous bald eagles." Over

the park's east entrance, the authorreports, was an arched

sign that read, "Nature Designs and Art Improves."

Morearty further observes tha1 "if nature in its crude form

ever needed the touch of art, that park certainly did."

The Park Commissioners evidently concurred with

Morearty's assessment: the improv~mentofthe Hanscom

was one of the first projects tiiken on by the newly

formed Board.

In the summer of 1889 they assigned the design

toH.W.S. Cleveland, and according to one Com

mission pUblication, Hanscom Park was "radically chang

ed in plan and very greatly improved...under his trained

hands." The 1898 Commissioners report describes the

results of his work: "Two lakes, a cascade, extensive

flower beds, two and one-half miles of macadamized

roadway, fountains and a magnificenf growth of forest

, trees make this the only finished Dark in the citv."

•

,



Lily pond In Hanscom
Park; 1909

About twenty-five years earlier, property for the park

had been donated to the City by early Omaha settlers,

Andrew J. Hanscom and James Megeath. "At the time of

the donation," Omaha historians James W. Savage and

John T. Bell report,"it was extremely rough, covered by

hazel brush and natural forest trees, situated in an inac

cessible and uninviting portion of the city, then but

sparsely settled."

In 1889 and 1890 Cleveland was paid $913.30 for

plans to improve the rough tract of land. Although the

landscape architect's drawings have been lost, design ele

ments that were evidently part of his original plans have

survived. The 1892 Commissioners report remarks that

"a belt of pine trees was planted on the northwest side of

the park which when grown ",illhave a charming effect.
.. - .'1;,..

This northwest portionofthepar~since being decorated

with flowers is becomingm()~e,~t~actiye." This belt of

pines and flowergarden~;9t~~i;~6ibut~ti;ih~h~Ildsome
ness ofthe parktodllyj·f'i.'~f~#1\\l$~f,t" '< ;,,' " .

•

,

Mercer Park Road;
1926

not allow my name to be used in connection withthe;\,

improvement of the park."

A compromise was struck, and in the
was developed according to the landscape architect's

plans. Today, key elements of the original desigrishav€', i,>;;·

been lost the lagoon hasbeen removed

,shrubbery has been replaced with sod. Neverth~I~~:~,

, Cleveland's decision to retain the site's steep t~pography
has benefitted the park by distancing it from nearby Cume

ing Street.

The property now occupied by Caroline Mercer Park

and Mercerpark Boulevard was donated to the City in'

1912 by:the S.D. Mercer Company. The four acres of park

land were conveyed to the City under the condition that '

39th Street between Cuming and Nicholas would be~o~.
pleted as part of the boulevard system within nine U1(jnths.

Conditions of the deed specified the route of the porti(jnof

, theboulevard that extended through the park, and 'we,ll

spelled out the paving materials for the boulevard.

The deed also designated that the park portion of the

donation be known officially as Caroline Mercer Park. ,

Nelson Mercer, president ofthe S.D. Mercer CompaIly'"t

the time of the d.onation, intended the park as a memorial

to his sisterCaroline Mercer who died during a 1911

trans-Atlantic steamship voyage.

Land included in the donation was part of a much

.larger tract acquired and developed earlier by Dr. Samuel



Turner Boulevard
Turner Park

The report ofthe Board of Park Commissioners for 1897

comments that a notable feature of the year was dona

tions oflands by "public spirited citizens...indicating a

growing iIiterest in our parks." Mentioned among them

was the "generous donation of Mrs. Charlotte M. Turner

of thiry-two loIS in blocks No I. and 2. Summit Place, for

parks and boulevard purposes." This donation greatly

increased the prospects for the system's Central Boule

vard, later called the West Central Boulevard- the COn

necting link between Hanscom and Bemis parks.

Turner Park; 1915

After the turn of the century, the land donated by

Mrs. Turner was developed as Curtiss Turner Park with

the boulevard running alongits eastern edge. The son of

Charlotle and her husband Charles,a real estate develop

er, Curtiss Turner was a civil engineer who died in an ,

,', 1898 aval~tiche inAlaska.lt appe",.sthatafter his death,

,;' the Tumers requested that therr land donation be used as

, a park to niemorializetheirson.. "

Tliro~gh condemnationproceedings, additional land

for the boulevard was assembled and the West Central

connect0r.between Hanscom arid BeTis was officially

opened for use in 1902; The portion of the West Central

parkwayextending fro,T. WOo!;v,orihAvenue to Dodge

Street was named Turner boulevard in 1913, honoring the

first land donor.
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Bemis Park;1916

. containing a steep ravine and creek, was covered with

native trees and brush. The Commission purchased about

three additional acres from the Bemis Company, and in

1893 H.W.S. Cleveland was paid $200 to complete park

designs. Cleveland determined that the ravine cOuldbcii"'x'
r :. "-:"''':':'''_/'~._:':' '.

filled in to create a larger area ofusable ground, but ,'/;>
instead recommended to preserve the natural, picturesque..·

features of the tract, includlltg ~greatnumber of existfug
elm, linden and hackberry trees.>';"

As work began on the deveiopmellt Sfthe park, a

conflict arose between then-Mayor Betuis,owner of the

Bemis L"Ud Company, and the P¥k Commissioners con

cerning tl)e park boundaries. Bemis felt that the construc

tion of Lincoln Boulevard encroached upon his land; he

also wanted the ravine filled in. A battle was waged in the

press with Bemis bemoaning his gift of land, and Cleve

land countering that if his plans were altered, "I should



View of th~ Clarinda Apartments from Turner Park; 191.5

This idea of small parks located at points along the

boulevard system was consistent with what we know of

the Cleveland plan. In fact, in his firstreport to the Oma

ha Commission in 1889, the landscape architect stressed

theneedfor small parks, recommending "the appropria

tion at occasional intervals of one or more blocks to be

reserved as small parks easily accessible to those that

need·them."."Ideally," Clevelandcontiril.ied, "these parks
would be linked to the boulevards."

The block-long open area along Trimer Boulevard at

Leavenworth Street (now called Leavenworth Park) was

another example of a small park of this type. Called the

"SunkenGardens," this rectangnlarparcel was acquired

around 1910 and later received its name from below

street-grade ornamental flower beds.

Similarly, building upon the· idea of boulevards as

linear parks, the land that is now Dewey Park - on

er Boulevard between Farnam and Leavenworth

Streets - was also acquired around 1910. Like Leaven

worth Park with its ball diamonds and play equipment,

Dewey Park has been appropriated for more structured

types of recreational activities that H.W.S. Oeveland

could not have envisioned.

·Lincoln Boulevard, Bemis Park
Mercer Park and
Mercer Park Boulevard·

·The 1889 Bemis Park subdivision plat shows Lincoln

Boulevard winding through the· southern portion of the res

idential suburb between 32nd Street and Pleasant Street,

now 38th Street. The road borders an area designated

"Public Park" on the map; this is the ravine that was soon

· to be developed by the Park Commissioners as Bemis

Park.

The Bemis Park addition was the city's first subdivi

sion to be laid out with a curving street pattern that con

formed to the lay of the land, as opposed to the rule of the

rectangular block, or gridiron plan..

The landscape architect Alfred Edgerton of New York

was responsible for the subdivision's design. His work

appealed to H.W.S. Cleveland and the first Park Commis

siouers: they incorporated the road!nto their plan for the

Central Boulevard, the link l:Jetwe~n Bemis and Hanscom

Park. Later thesignificance of b~cl)lnBouievardwas

acknowledgedby"xtending the i"hne to the stretch of

boulevard between Dodge and 32nd Street. A large portion

of this boulevard was obliterated in the building of 1-480

_ only the portion between 30th Street and Mercer Park

road remains intact.

Portion of WestCen~
tral BOUlevard, later
to become lincoln
Boulevard; 1913

In 1889 the Bemis Land Company donated to the

Board of Park Commissioners a six-acre tract of unbuild~

able ground within the Bemis Park subdivision. The tract,


